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Let your fingers do the texting

There are three new ways to keep in touch with what’s going on and feeding opinions back to the Council.  
Together, text messaging schemes called EZEETEXT, REDTEXT and BENETEXT make up a new Stockton Council pilot scheme which continues until September.
EZEETEXT is aimed at young people and will see the Council use text messaging to contact those registered with the service to ask them about their views on topics such as sports activities and school life.  The young people can then reply to the message to express their opinions – under 16s will need the consent of a parent or carer.
You can find registration forms for EZEETEXT at Stockton libraries or download them from www.stockton.gov.uk/ezee  They can be handed in at the library or returned to Allison Davis, Stockton Council, Children, Education and Social Care, PO Box 228, Church Road, Stockton.
REDTEXT will enable anyone who registers to receive text updates on a range of local issues, and give residents the opportunity to have their say on local regeneration projects, advertised through community newsletters.   For details on what is included in the pilot and how to register contact Viv Lattimer on (01642) 527025.  
BENETEXT will help speed up processing of benefit claims by texting out information and reminders to customers who need additional help with their housing and council tax benefit claims.  For information, contact Julie Higgins on (01642) 526662.
Texts sent to mobile phones will be free and any texts sent to the Council will be charged at the usual mobile rate.
Listening to what you have to say

There’s an easy way to let Stockton Council know what you’re thinking – join one of our four Viewpoint Panels.

We want to know what residents think of our current services, how we can improve them and what you think of proposed changes to services.  Viewpoint panels allow you to do just that.

Kate Dumain, the Council’s Research and Consultation Manager, said:  “We look for all sorts of people, who often might think the Council has little to do with them.

“But the Council is involved in many aspects of everyone’s lives – from schools to country parks, leisure facilities to social care, community safety, looking after roads and pavements to making sure the area is clean and tidy and that your rubbish and recycling gets collected.”

There are two main panels – Viewpoint, the adult panel, and Youth Viewpoint, the youth panel, which have nearly 2,000 members in all.  Although both have members who are from BME communities or have disabilities or sensory losses, in panels so large it is difficult for specific views relating to these to stand out.  So there are also two sub-panels, BME Viewpoint, for black and minority ethnic residents, and Disability Viewpoint, for residents with a disability or sensory loss, to give people the chance to have their say on more specific issues where the need arises.  Residents can be members of more than one panel.

Adult panel members are asked to take part in four surveys a year, which can be completed online or on paper and take about half an hour each to complete.  The youth panel is made 8 – 18-year-olds and they are sent six surveys, which take approximately ten minutes to complete.  The sub panels are consulted as issues arise but are no more than four times per year.

If you would like to have your say, just sign up to become a member of one of the panels.  Members receive a newsletter containing feedback on recent consultation.

For more information contact Viewpoint on (01642) 526090 or email ppsu@stockton.gov.uk and make sure your voice is heard.

New kitchen

Ragworth Neighbourhood Centre Manager Craig Farnaby with the Mayor of Stockton, Councillor Mick Stoker, opened a newly furbished kitchen at the Ragworth Neighbourhood Centre recently.  To celebrate the event, healthy eating tasters such as jacket potatoes, fruit salads and smoothies were on offer.  More than 300 people came through the doors to join in activities such as cooking, face painting as well as fitness activities and sampling the IT suite.  Some enrolled on induction courses to join the fully equipped fitness suite. 

NEWdrive’s new office
Driver recruitment agency NEWdrive has opened an office at the Stockton Business Centre.

NEWdrive, part of recruitment service agency NEWgroup, evolved due to the growth of the logistical transport sector and employees Bill Taylor and Stuart Simpson were offered the chance to become directors of their own company.

Between them, Bill and Stuart have over 40 years experience in their field, so they understand what drivers and employers are looking for.

For more information on their services, contact Bill on (01642) 345148 or Stuart on (0191) 2211 818.

Old allotment blossoms as community garden

Former allotments at Oxbridge Lane in Stockton are being transformed from wasteland to a community garden for all to enjoy.

The site now features an area set aside for conservation with a variety of wildlife habitats as well as a sensory garden with plants interesting to smell and touch.
A variety of fruit bushes and trees will not only attract wildlife but local residents can pick and eat the fruit.
A steel tree provides the focal point for the garden, which will open in summer, and pupils from Oxbridge Primary School have branched out to play their part in designing the feature.
With more than 400 leaves, the tree has been designed and created by blacksmith James Godbold from Egton, near Whitby.  Each pupil from the school drew a leaf with their name on it, before Mr Godbold fashioned every one in steel to place on the tree.
Grants from Living Spaces and ENTRUST through Landfill Tax funded the project.

On your marks…new sports academy launched

Extra support is helping top Tees Valley sporting youngsters realise their full potential.

The launch of the Tees Active Sports Academy has seen an initial intake of 27 of the region’s brightest sporting talents accepted into the academy.  They will have access to training facilities, funding for equipment, access to medical advice, transport and links to other organisations.

The Academy takes in Splash, Thornaby Pavilion, Thornaby Pool, Billingham Forum, Stockton Sports Centre and Castlegate Quay Watersports Centre.  Youngsters taken on must either live in Stockton Borough or train at one of the Active Life Centres.
“The launch of this Sports Academy will help aspiring and talented performers across all sports and it will help them to develop in their home area,” said Steve Chaytor, Managing Director of Tees Active Ltd.
Among the sporting youngsters accepted into the Academy are 200m butterfly European Junior Championship bronze medallist Jessica Dickons and Cloe Dawson, a member of the Great Britain Junior Figure Skating squad.
They are joined by 13-year-old Steve Hewitson of England’s U14 ice hockey team and 12-year-old wrestling star Marcus Sudron, who has again been selected by the Great Britain U14’s squad to compete in a prestigious international tournament in Latvia.
11-times Paralympic gold medallist Tanni Grey Thompson showed her support by becoming Academy Champion.  She said: “I fully support this exciting initiative which I believe will make a big difference in producing our future champions.”
Businesses interested in sponsorship packages for the Sports Academy can contact Allan McDermott on (01642) 528772.
One RaW day in February
Staff at Stockton Central Library helped raise public awareness about the BBC’s RaW campaign in February.

RaW is a three year project to help everyone develop their reading and writing skills and reach their full potential.  A team from the Council’s libraries braved the cold to run a market stall promoting RaW, which offers help to anyone wanting to rekindle the pleasure of reading or discover that enjoyment for the first time.

To find out more, visit your local library, log on to www.bbc.co.uk/raw or call the helpline on 08000 150 950.

Online planning wins top marks

A national survey of planning websites has given Stockton Council top marks. 

The survey, by Peter Pendleton and Associates for the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister, considered ease of access to online planning, whether applications can be submitted online and what attachments can be viewed online.

And with details of planning applications, copies of letters of objection, planning committee agendas and minutes and decisions all available, it’s not surprising the survey awarded the Council’s planning team the maximum 21 points.  You can find it all on the Council’s website at www.stockton.gov.uk
Opinions matter
Stockton Council has written to businesses in and around Stockton town centre asking for opinions on improvements to parking restrictions along with other transport issues.  Those who responded joined in breakfast meetings to discuss these and the Council’s Cabinet will consider a summary of their recommendations in April.

Pedal power for youngsters

Youngsters in schools across the Borough have been learning how to put their best foot forward and cycle safely.

Stockton Council’s Road Safety Team has launched a new training scheme to help pupils learn all about safety when out and about on the Borough’s roads.

New trainers Emma Knights, Andrew McPhee, Wayne Naughton and Laura Hunter-Smith can deliver cycle training to the new National Standard Level Three, as well as offering personal individual pedestrian training.
George Callaghan, the Council’s Senior Road Safety Officer, said:  “We expect demand for this new service to be very high and advise schools to contact us as soon as they can so they don’t miss out.”
The new scheme follows successful pilots in pedestrian and adult cycle training, which identified a need for a flexible team of trainers able to deliver comprehensive training packages.
Schools wishing to find out more, or book training, can contact Mike Edwards on (01642) 526731 or email michael.edwards@stockton.gov.uk
Planning the future – your chance to be involved
Are you interested in how our area might change and develop over the next 10 – 15 years?

You’ll soon have an opportunity to let the Council know what you think about how we should plan for the Borough’s development.

We will be considering issues affecting our area, including options for future development as part of a new series of documents that set out planning policy.  Called the Local Development Framework, it will replace the existing Local Plan.

The first of these documents will be called the Core Strategy, setting out the key elements of our area’s planning framework up to 2021.  The Core Strategy will not include detailed proposals, but will set out a broad strategy for the location of development and how the Borough’s needs will be met.

Other documents, such as a Regeneration development plan, will follow to look in more detail at how we will implement the Core Strategy.  These documents will identify specific sites for housing, employment and other facilities, along with areas to be enhanced or protected.

Consultation is the first step in all this.  During May and June, we will be asking what local people think of the issues and options considered so far, or if there are any which have not been included and should be.

Then, after we have considered the comments received, we will publish our Preferred Options.  Once again, we will invite you to let us know what you think of these. 

Carol Straughan, the Council’s Head of Planning said:  “Community consultation is at the heart of the new planning system.  I hope residents and interested groups will take this opportunity to let us know which options they think will best meet the Borough’s development needs over the next few years.”

Copies of the Core Strategy paper on Issues and Options will be available on the Council’s web site at www.stockton.gov.uk or you can ring (01642) 526053 for copies and further information.

PM recognises Borough’s libraries
The Council’s libraries received well deserved recognition when Prime Minister Tony Blair wrote to congratulate the service on receiving its third Charter Mark award.

Considered the national standard for customer service excellence, the library service first gained a Charter Mark in 1999.  Another followed in 2002 before a further assessment last November brought the third Charter Mark - which will be held for a further three years.

In his recommendation the Assessor said the library team has “… been active in consulting its users, especially young children, and receives very favourable feedback from its users, who think highly of the service.

“There is a culture of continuous improvement across all areas of the service.  Staff are enthusiastic, creative in how they use their resources and committed to partnership working and social inclusion.”

